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by Jef!Smith 
If You Are Not Elian-Forget It! 
Local TV News and latina/a Representation 
Jeff Smith is Director of the 
Grand Rapids Institute for In-
formation Democracy. For hard 
copies of the reports, please con-
tact Jeff at 459-4788 x122 or 
jsmith@grcmc.org. 
"America is guilty of image making through the press 
to justifY anything they have in mind to do." 
Malcolm X 
A s people wh? ha~e_a _passionate interest in the Amencas, It IS Important for us to try to understand how the average TV 
viewer might perceive Latin America and Latinos 
in the US. Doubtless, many residents of Western 
Michigan have limited contact with Latinos and 
it is safe to say that most have not ventured to 
Latin America. Therefore, it is my contention that 
the images and messages about Latinos/ as and 
Latin Americans that the public gets from nightly 
newscasts are their primary source of informa-
tion and representation. For those of us who work 
on issues in the Americas it is extremely impor-
tant that we critique these representations from 
TV newscasts in order to have a better under-
standing of the context in which our work will 
impact the broader community. 
From September 11999 through February 29 
of 2000 I conducted a study of the 6:00 & 11:00 
p.m. newscasts for WOOD TV 8 and WZZM 13, 
and the 10:00 p.m. newscast of WXMI-FOX 17. In 
examining those newscasts, I looked at rac~al rep-
resentation in local news stories and pubhshed a 
report entitled "Racial Profiling: TV Ne_ws and 
Racial Representation." I also looked at mterna-
tional news stories that appeared on local 
newscasts and critiqued those stories in the re-
port" A View of the World: International News 
on Local Newscasts." The findings from both of 
these reports tell us a great deal about how the 
public views Latinos/ as and Latin Americans. 
(Both reports can be found online at 
www.grcmc.org/ griid/reports.shtml) 
Before explaining the results of my study, I 
want to make one point about media research 
and the impact of media images and messages 
on viewers. Wh 
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, f  m y  s t u d y ,  I  
t e d i a  r e s e a r c h  
a n d  m e s s a g e s  
o n  v i e w e r s .  W h a t ' s  i m p o r t a n t  i n  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  
i s s u e  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i s  n o t  s o  m u c h  w h a t  o n e  
s t o r y  t e l l s  u s ,  b u t  t h e  c u m u l a t i v e  e f f e c t  o f  i m a g e s  
a n d  m e s s a g e s  o v e r  a  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  
m e d i a  r e s e a r c h e r s  a r e  m o s t  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t -
w h a t  i s  t h e  l o n g - t e r m  e f f e c t  o f  c e r t a i n  i m a g e s  o v e r  
a  p e r i o d  o f  t i m e  i n  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  p e r c e p t i o n s ?  
T h i s  i s  w h y  I  c o n d u c t e d  a  s i x - m o n t h  s t u d y ,  i n  
o r d e r  t o  h a v e  a  f a i r l y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  p i c t u r e  o f  
h o w  l o c a l  T V  n e w s  r e p r e s e n t s  n o n - w h i t e s  a n d  
t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w o r l d .  W e  w i l l  b e g i n  w i t h  l o c a l  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  L a t i n o s /  a s .  
I n  t h e  r a c i a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  s t u d y ,  I  d o c u -
m e n t e d  w h o m  w e  a c t u a l l y  h e a r d  i n  t h e  n e w s  
s t o r i e s ,  w h o  w a s  g i v e n  a  v o i c e .  O u t  o f  t h e  m o r e  
t h a n  9 , 0 0 0  s t o r i e s  I  l o o k e d  a t  o n l y  1 2 6  h a d  
L a t i n o s /  a s  s p e a k i n g ,  r o u g h l y  1 . 9 3 %  o f  v o i c e s  t h a t  
w e r e  h e a r d  i n  t h e  s i x - m o n t h  s t u d y .  T h i s  a l o n e  
t e l l s  u s  s o m e t h i n g - t h a t  L a t i n o s /  a s  a r e  i n s i g n i f i -
c a n t  t o  n e w s  d i r e c t o r s  a n d  r e p o r t e r s .  T h i s  p o i n t  
i s  u n d e r s c o r e d  b y  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  e v e n  a  p r o m i n e n t  
L a t i n o  l i k e  J u a n  O l i v e r a s ,  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  o f  G r a n d  
R a p i d s  C o m m u n i t y  C o l l e g e ,  w a s  o n l y  h e a r d  t h r e e  
t i m e s  i n  l o c a l  n e w s  s t o r i e s  o v e r  a  s i x - m o n t h  p e -
r i o d .  Y o u  c a n  i m a g i n e  t h e  k i n d  o f  c o v e r a g e  g i v e n  
t o  L a t i n o s /  a s  w h o  a r e  n o t  i n  h i g h - p r o f i l e  p o s i -
t i o n s .  
D u r i n g  t h e  t i m e  w h e n  I  w a s  u n d e r t a k i n g  t h e  
s t u d y ,  s e v e r a l  L a t i n o /  a  c u l t u r a l  e v e n t s  o c c u r r e d  
a n d  a g a i n  v e r y  l i t t l e  c o v e r a g e  w a s  g i v e n .  I n  f a c t ,  
m o s t  n e w s  s t o r i e s  t h a t  d e a l t  w i t h  c u l t u r a l  e v e n t s  
f e a t u r e d  n o  L a t i n o /  a  s p o k e s p e r s o n s ,  j u s t  f o o t -
a g e  o f  f e s t i v a l s  o r  d a n c e r s .  I n  e f f e c t ,  i t  w a s  t h e  
n e w s r e a d e r s  w h o  w e r e  t e l l i n g  u s  a b o u t  t h e  c u l -
t u r e  o f  L a t i n o s ,  n o t  L a t i n o s  t h e m s e l v e s .  T h i s  
m u t i n g  o r  o m i s s i o n  a l s o  o c c u r s  i n  w h a t  I  c a l l  n o n -
r a c e  s p e c i f i c  i s s u e s  s u c h  a s  e c o n o m i c s ,  h e a l t h  c a r e ,  
t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  e d u c a t i o n .  H e r e  L a t i n o /  a  
v o i c e s  a r e  p r a c t i c a l l y  n o n - e x i s t e n t .  I t  i s  a s  i f  t h e y  
h a v e  n o  o p i n i o n  o n  t h e s e  m a t t e r s .  N o w ,  t h i s  i s  
a n  i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t ,  b e c a u s e  m o s t  l o c a l  T V  v i e w -
e r s  a r e  w h i t e  a n d  m i d d l e - c l a s s .  I f  t h e y  d o n ' t  h e a r  
L a t i n o s /  a s  a d d r e s s  i s s u e s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  a l l  o f  u s ,  
h o w  d o  y o u  t h i n k  t h a t  w i l l  a f f e c t  t h e i r  p e r c e p -
t i o n s ?  
I J Y o u  A r e  N o t  E l i a n  
O n e  a r e a  w h e r e  t h e r e  w a s  a  
p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  r e p -
r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  L a t i n o s /  a s  w a s  
w i t h  c r i m e  c o v e r a g e .  R e m e m -
b e r ,  L a t i n o s /  a s  w e r e  o n l y  h e a r d  
i n  1 . 9 3 %  o f  a l l  n e w s  s t o r i e s ,  b u t  
w h e n  i t  c a m e  t o  c r i m e  r e p o r t i n g  
t h e  n u m b e r  i n v o l v i n g  L a t i n o s /  
a s  w a s  1 1 . 4 % .  H e r e  y o u  c a n  s e e  
t h a t  a n  a v e r a g e  v i e w e r  m a y  c o n -
c l u d e  t h a t  L a t i n o s /  a s  a r e  m o r e  
p r o n e  t o  c r i m e ,  s i n c e  t h e y  a r e  
d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  
a s  c o m m i t t i n g  c r i m e s .  T h e r e  w a s  
o n e  e x a m p l e  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  
t h e  s i x - m o n t h  s t u d y  t h a t  h a d  
g r e a t  p o t e n t i a l  t o  o f f s e t  t h e  p e r -
c e p t i o n  o f  h i g h  c r i m i n a l  
b e h a v i o r .  
O n  N o v e m b e r  5 ,  W Z Z M  1 3  
r a n  a  9 - m i n u t e  p i e c e  o n  b o t h  t h e  [
3  
g  
6 : 0 0  a n d  1 1 : 0 0  p . m .  n e w s c a s t s .  
T h e  p i e c e  w a s  a b o u t  a  g r o u p  o f  
L a t i n o /  a  m i g r a n t  w o r k e r s  w h o  
w e r e  b e i n g  s u b j e c t e d  t o  h a r s h  
w o r k i n g  c o n d i t i o n s  a n d  p o t e n -
t i a l  f r a u d  b y  a  l o c a l  f a r m e r .  T h e  
r e p o r t e r  s h o w e d  v i e w e r s  t h e  
w o r k e r s '  l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s ,  
s p o k e  w i t h  l a w y e r s  a n d  w i t h  t h e  
S t a t e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  A g r i c u l -
t u r e ,  a n d  e v e n  a t t e m p t e d  t o  
s p e a k  w i t h  t h e  f a r m  o w n e r .  I t  
w a s  a  f a i r l y  t h o r o u g h  p i e c e ,  e x -
c e p t  t h a t  w e  n e v e r  h e a r d  t h e  
m i g r a n t  w o r k e r s '  v o i c e s .  N o r  
d i d  t h e  r e p o r t e r  t e l l  u s  t h a t  m o s t  
m i g r a n t  w o r k e r s  i n  t h e  a r e a  a r e  
L a t i n o /  a .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e r e  w a s  
n o  f o l l o w - u p  s t o r y  t o  d r a w  t h e  
a u d i e n c e  i n  f u r t h e r  a n d  i n f o r m  
t h e m  a b o u t  t h e  o n g o i n g  p l i g h t  
o f  t h e s e  w o r k e r s .  T h i s  t e c h n i q u e  
i s  c o m m o n  i n  n e w s  r e p o r t i n g  
w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o  s t r e e t  c r i m e ,  
Jeff Smith 
but rarely is used with business fraud/ crime. How 
much more effective would the story have been 
if it was part of a series that would engage and 
inform viewers about a very serious issue in our 
part of the state? 
In international news stories about Latin 
America some of the same biases with local news 
occur. Most stories that dealt with Latin America 
only gave us the perspective of US diplomats and 
"experts." Of the 124 stories that aired on Latin 
America in the six-month study only nine times 
did we hear Latin American voices. Seven of those 
voices were either Elian Gonzalez's father or 
grandmother; the other two were Latin Ameri-
can heads of state. If it weren't for the Elian issue, 
we never would have heard from normal every-
day citizens of Latin American. 
The Elian case constituted nearly the entire 
Latin American coverage. Out of a total of 124 
stories on Latin America, 74 were devoted to the 
Cuban boy's custody case. The saturation of sto-
ries about this one boy is typical of broadcast 
news reporting in recent decades, beginning with 
0. J. Simpson and going up to Monica Lewinski. 
In all these cases there was a tremendous oppor-
tunity to inform the US viewers in such a way as 
to create substantial public discourse on impor-
tant civic matters. With the Elian case the news 
media had a tremendous opportunity to put the 
current US policy into context and call it into 
question. Unfortunately that did not happen. In-
stead, viewers were left with an impression that 
the boy and his mother were leaving repressive 
conditions in Cuba and that life in the US would 
certainly be better for the boy. 
The only other significant type of Latin Ameri-
can coverage that emerged from the study was 
what we could call disaster reporting. In all, there 
were 43 stories that had to do with plane crashes, 
mud slides or volcanic eruptions. Video footage 
often showed horrendous circumstances with 
people in a panic. These types of images could 
easily lead viewers to the conclusion that life is 
awful throughout Latin America, even uncivi-
lized. 
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t e n d o u s  o p p o r -
1  s u c h  a  w a y  a s  
u r s e  o n  i m p o r -
c a s e  t h e  n e w s  
t n i t y  t o  p u t  t h e  
m d  c a l l  i t  i n t o  
1 o t  h a p p e n .  I n -
m p r e s s i o n  t h a t  
r i n g  r e p r e s s i v e  
L  t h e  U S  w o u l d  
) f  L a t i n  A m e r i -
t h e  s t u d y  w a s  
n g .  I n  a l l ,  t h e r e  
c  p l a n e  c r a s h e s ,  
V i d e o  f o o t a g e  
n s t a n c e s  w i t h  
c  i m a g e s  c o u l d  
: i o n  t h a t  l i f e  i s  
,  e v e n  u n c i v i -
W h a t  w e  d i d n ' t  s e e  i n  t h e  n e w s  c o v e r a g e  w a s  
a l s o  q u i t e  r e v e a l i n g .  M a j o r  U S  p o l i c y  d e c i s i o n s  
t h a t  a f f e c t e d  L a t i n  A m e r i c a  w e r e  n o t  t h e  s u b j e c t  
o f  n e w s  s t o r i e s .  W e  s a w  n o  c o v e r a g e  o f  t h e  C o n -
g r e s s i o n a l  d e b a t e s  o n  t h e  $ 1 . 6  b i l l i o n  d o l l a r  a i d  
p a c k a g e  t o  C o l o m b i a ,  o r  o f  t h e  s t a t e s  o f  e m e r -
g e n c y  i n  E c u a d o r  a n d  B o l i v i a .  N o r  d i d  w e  h e a r  
a n y  m o r e  o n  t h e  f a t e  o f  f o r m e r  C h i l e a n  d i c t a t o r  
P i n o c h e t .  W e  d i d ,  h o w e v e r ,  s e e  a  s t o r y  a b o u t  
v i o l e n c e  a t  a  s o c c e r  m a t c h  i n  C h i l e .  A p p a r e n t l y  
t h a t  s t o r y  w a s  m o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  t h a n  c o m m e n -
t a r y  o n  t h e  a t t e m p t s  t o  p r o s e c u t e  o n e  o f  t h e  
h e m i s p h e r e ' s  w o r s t  d i c t a t o r s .  
S o  i t  i s  e a s y  t o  s e e  h o w  a v e r a g e  T V  n e w s  v i e w -
e r s  m a y  h a r b o r  c e r t a i n  p e r c e p t i o n s  a b o u t  
L a t i n o s /  a s  a n d  L a t i n  A m e r i c a n s .  I t  i s  n o t  t h a t  
v i e w e r s  a r e  i g n o r a n t  o r  n a t u r a l l y  b i a s e d .  I n  f a c t ,  
o n e  c o u l d  a r g u e  t h a t  m a n y  v i e w e r s  h a v e  b e e n  
c o n d i t i o n e d  t o  v i e w  m i n o r i t i e s  i n  t h e  U S  a n d  
p e o p l e  f r o m  o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s  i n  t h e  w a y s  i n  w h i c h  
t h e  n e w s  m e d i a  h a v e  p o r t r a y e d  t h e m .  T h i s  i s  w h a t  
w e  a r e  u p  a g a i n s t .  T h e s e  a r e  t h e  s t e r e o t y p e s  a n d  
m i s p e r c e p t i o n s  t h a t  w e  m u s t  f a c e  i n  o u r  w o r k  i n  
t h i s  c o m m u n i t y .  T h e  k i n d  o f  n e w s  r e p r e s e n t a -
t i o n  t h a t  I  e x a m i n e  i n  m y  s t u d y ,  a  t y p e  o f  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  t h a t  a l s o  e x i s t s  i n  o t h e r  m e d i a  s u c h  
a s  f i l m ,  a d v e r t i s i n g  a n d  f i c t i o n a l  T V  p r o g r a m -
m i n g .  
S o  w h a t  c a n  t h o s e  o f  u s  c o n c e r n e d  b y  t h i s  k i n d  
o f  ( m i s ) r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  d o ?  S h o r t  o f  l i s t i n g  a l l  t h e  
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  i n c l u d e d  i n  b o t h  m y  s t u d i e s ,  
l e t  m e  c o n c l u d e  b y  s a y i n g  t h a t  t w o  b r o a d  r e -
s p o n s e s  a r e  p o s s i b l e .  F i r s t ,  w e  n e e d  t o  h o l d  t h e  
m e d i a  m o r e  a c c o u n t a b l e .  U n l e s s  t h e y  h e a r  f r o m  
l a r g e  n u m b e r s  o f  u s ,  t h e  w a y  t h e y  r e p o r t  i s  n o t  
g o i n g  t o  c h a n g e .  I n  b o t h  r e p o r t s  I  h a v e  i n c l u d e d  
t h e  n a m e s  a n d  n u m b e r s  o f  e a c h  o f  t h e  t h r e e  T V  
s t a t i o n  n e w s  d i r e c t o r s .  P l e a s e  c a l l  t h e m !  Y o u  
c o u l d  a l s o  b e c o m e  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  R a c i a l  J u s t i c e  
I n s t i t u t e ' s  M e d i a  A c t i o n  t e a m ,  w h i c h  i s  d e v e l o p -
i n g  M e d i a  C o n g r e s s e s .  T h e  M e d i a  C o n g r e s s e s  a r e  
d e s i g n e d  t o  h a v e  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  
m e e t  q u a r t e r l y  w i t h  l o c a l  n e w s  m e d i a  o u t l e t s  f o r  
d i a l o g u e  a n d  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y .  S e c o n d l y ,  w e  n e e d  
t o  s u p p o r t  i n d e p e n d e n t  m e d i a  a n d  b e g i n  t o  e r e -
I f Y o u  A r e  N o t  E l i a n  
a t e  m o r e  o f  o u r  o w n .  T h i s  r e -
s p o n s e  p r o b a b l y  h a s  m o r e  
p r o m i s e  s i n c e  i n  t h e  e n d  i t  
t e a c h e s  u s  t o  b e  n o t  j u s t  c o n s u m -
e r s  o f  m e d i a ,  b u t  p r o d u c e r s .  
E i t h e r  w a y ,  u n l e s s  w e  r e c o g n i z e  
t h e  r o l e  t h a t  m e d i a  p l a y s  i n  t h e  
a r e n a  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  w e  w i l l  
n e v e r  b e  a b l e  t o  c h a n g e  p u b l i c  
o p i n i o n  i n  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  e m -
b r a c i n g  c u l t u r a l  d i v e r s i t y  a n d  
r e s p e c t i n g  a l l  p e o p l e ' s  c i v i l  a n d  
h u m a n  r i g h t s .  
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